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      For everyone who needs to feel seen.

      The magic is in who you are.
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            Prologue

          

          Irava/Caleb

        

      

    

    
      His brow is smooth during sleep, his face untroubled. His long black hair tousled over his shoulders, glossy in the early morning sunlight shining through our bedroom window.

      My husband.

      My king.

      I’m his king, too. And just now, his queen.

      He wakes slowly, eyelids fluttering, and peers hazily at me with his gray-green eyes.

      He groans, stretches his shoulders under the covers, then reaches out to brush hair out of my eyes.

      I capture his hand—it is mine—and kiss it.

      “Good morning, Master Weaver,” he says.

      “Good morning, Court Mage.”

      He grins. And flops onto his back as he spreads his hands, the air shimmering above him into a small illusory falcon. It was the first reality construct I wove in this palace, beyond my illusion at the time as Caleb.

      He’s been determined to make it himself the last week, and he almost has it. The falcon stretches its wings over his hands and flies toward the window, only unraveling at Torovan’s will before it reaches the panes of glass.

      I prop up on one elbow. “That was good!”

      “I’m a court mage now,” he says, shifting to prop up, too. Facing me again.

      “As of yesterday.” I tap the medallion that he wore to bed. Because of course he wore it to bed.

      I wore mine, too.

      He grins, and I launch at him, tangling my hands in his hair, locking him to me. To myself. To my being.

      I know we’ll be busy today. Me, with helping Master Aldric sort through a large shipment of books on weaving we sent for from Galenda—and my mother learned of and sent as a wedding gift instead.

      And Torovan in his endless meetings, trying to wrestle the kingdom into a shape better for its people.

      We’ll be apart for a few hours. And why does that feel like a lifetime?

      I pull back from him, looking between his eyes.

      “I want to make something between us,” I say.

      His brow crinkles. “Like, another weaving construct? I probably don’t have time this morning⁠—”

      “No, like, the possibility of another…person.”

      He stares at me blankly for a moment. Then his eyes widen.

      “You’re sure? It’s not too soon? Are you—are you even sure at all, we don’t have to⁠—”

      “We haven’t been not trying,” I say.

      “But—but you’re back and forth between your realities as Irava and Caleb.”

      “Yes, and as soon as I feel a new possibility inside me, I’ll stay Irava. I mean, my body will have to—I’ll still be Caleb, but my body will have to be an illusion. For a bit.”

      He moves to sit up further, to caress my face. “Do you want that, Irava?”

      I bite my lip. No. No, I don’t. I love my body as Caleb, when I’m Caleb.

      I reweave my reality as Caleb around me now, settling into the differences, settling, as my inner self moves to Caleb, into myself.

      “I will never ask you to do that,” he says. Running his thumb over my cheek. “We can figure out—well, when Elsira marries, if she has children, they can be my heirs⁠—”

      I have been thinking about this. I have.

      Our marriage is a political alliance.

      And I believe him when he says that we could find a way around this. There have been other kings and queens who married kings and queens in turn, and let inheritance fall to other family members, or brought a surrogate into their marriage.

      I have thought about it.

      But I want a child who is his and mine. Something beautiful and sacred that we both made together. Our realities synchronized to create this.

      I want to give this to him.

      And I want to have this for myself.

      I want to hold in my arms a miracle that our willpower made together.

      “It’s nine months,” I say. “And I can wear an illusion of myself just fine.” I lean forward to kiss him again. He makes a small sound, leaning into me, his hands in my hair this time. My body stirring with need.

      Will it be the last time I’m with him for nine months, in my body now as Caleb?

      I’ll find a way around this. Surely there have been other weavers who were pregnant—maybe not genderfluid like me, but surely.

      It’s one of the reasons why I have sent for so many books on weaving.

      I’ve never healed myself with my weaving, but I know it’s possible, too. I reweave my reality into another body all the time, surely I can reweave more subtleties within my own.

      So it doesn’t have to be nine months.

      Surely.

      “If you’re sure?” he asks again, coming up for air.

      “Tonight. If I’m Irava tonight, then, yes. And tomorrow if not. But yes, I’m sure.”
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            The Letters

          

          Torovan

        

      

    

    
      Five Months Later

      My hands aren’t shaking, but only because I’m willing them not to.

      It’s morning in the Great Hall, sunlight streaming in through the high windows, casting some of the courtiers and dignitaries in shadows, some in pockets of floating light.

      And it’s hard to stand in the Great Hall today, this place that’s always been a part of my home, and not see potential enemies everywhere.

      In the nobles milling about in small clusters, sharing the latest court gossip or excitedly talking about the seven nights of the Harvest Festival to come.

      And in the dignitaries from neighboring kingdoms, too, in their gowns or their waistcoats or their frills—or in their simple finery, too, according to their own customs. A sea of faces and nationalities and friends and possibly foes.

      All of their voices combine to make a happy roar that echoes to the vaulted ceiling.

      We hold the Harvest Festival every year in Barella. It’s a time when all of our allies, our neutral neighbors, and some of our enemies converge to form new alliances, new trade deals, and shore up existing treaties. It’s a time when Barellan nobility come to renew or form their own alliances, too, which will last throughout the year. As king, I’ll ask the gods’ blessing on our kingdom’s harvest and on our next year.

      It’s when the whole of us can see each other as people and not just the interests we represent.

      This will be my first Harvest Festival as king. Last year, my father died shortly after the harvest.

      And I’m clasping my hands in front of me tightly to contain my nerves.

      Not at the Festival itself—that would be normal, that would be easy and expected of me as a king still new to the throne.

      I carefully don’t think about the letters tucked into a hidden compartment in one of the meeting rooms nearby—one Caleb seldom goes in. Locked into a small box, with the only key around my neck, tucked inside my shirt.

      One letter I received this morning. One the morning before that, and one the day before. And the feel of those letters still numbs the tips of my fingers.

      I know the nobleman talking to me just now, Lord Navirat, a Council member, is saying something I should be hearing. Everything is important when you’re the king. Ever more so when you’re the king of a kingdom you’re trying to change for the better.

      But I look up at my husband across the hall, who’s standing in a gray and gold embroidered coat and burgundy trousers, his light-brown hair neatly pulled back to frame his delicate pale face, his spectacles slightly askew. He stands at the center of his three apprentices, his hands raised and gracefully plucking on the threads of reality around him. A small crowd of onlookers has gathered to watch, though they’ve given Caleb and his apprentices a wide circle in which to work.

      I can see those threads he’s weaving now, pulled lazily from the air around him, winding their way into the illusion of a small tree, its top branches reaching just above him, a few autumn leaves falling toward the floor.

      Caleb stands back, his whole posture satisfied.

      “There. You see? Not so hard. It’s all in the⁠—”

      Someone closer to me calls to a friend across the hall, and I catch my breath. I’m not there with Caleb, I’m here. I’m here, supposed to be listening to a Council lord, not watching my husband. Not with my husband.

      But I look back to Caleb and watch as his three apprentice weavers raise their hands to try the same, darting looks around them at the watching crowds. They’re not used to an audience, and Caleb insisted their last practice before their display at the first feast of the Harvest Festival be here, to help them know what they’re getting into.

      He’s not always a patient teacher—that I know. He has too much life in him sometimes to slow down enough for anyone to catch up. But he is a good teacher. He can pull apart concepts so they’re easy to grasp. He guides, and he doesn’t criticize.

      Caleb moves around one of his apprentices to point up at the illusion the apprentice is weaving.

      And he looks up across the room, his eyes meeting mine. And his gaze heats.

      I rake him in again, all of him, every last inch.

      But he turns away.

      And what is showing on my face?

      Can he hear the racing of my heart from here? I know he can’t. And still, it sounds thunderous to me.

      He will always have all of my heart. Always.

      But I turn away, back to the Council member I’ve been talking to. Or trying to listen to. Or…not trying.

      “—why I’m recommending that we send a troop to the border with Akreal to find out what’s actually going on.”

      My attention sharpens. Akreal.

      It’s a large kingdom that shares a small stretch of border with Barella to the north.

      The kingdom I’m almost certain my mother fled to after she escaped the palace dungeons, though I don’t have solid confirmation yet. Akreal doesn’t trade or share information well with Barella.

      “Why should we send a troop?” I ask. “We’re not at war with Akreal.”

      Yet.

      But I already have an idea of what he’ll say. I’ve been tracking the rumors, that villagers near the border to Akreal have taken a sharp distaste to weavers in the last month.

      And weavers aren’t common enough for every village to have one, but, the fervor has grown to where people are accusing their neighbors of forbidden magic.

      Of the kind of dark soul weaving that Lord Nikolai Metrial used on me.

      That he’s trying to use again on Caleb.

      “Excuse me,” I say to Lord Navirat, because I can’t take it anymore.

      I signal most of my guards to stay here, because Caleb, I think, is in more danger than I am.

      If Caleb has noticed that I’ve assigned more guards to him in the last few days than is normal around a big event like this, he hasn’t said. Yet.

      I’ve mostly had the guards keep their distance, not be obvious about it.

      And Caleb’s not unaware, he isn’t. He does know that tensions have been building.

      But he’s been so distracted lately, so busy, that I’m not going to add to his worries.

      My own personal bodyguards follow me out.

      And I’ll find out what happened this time on the border, I will, and maybe I will send troops. But the letter I received this morning—I have to see it again.

      I push into one of the side chambers off the main corridor, and my guards, at my signal, stay outside.

      I shut and lock the door, and for a moment fight the boyish urge to lean against it, to block out the entire world.

      But though the crowds gathering in the palace for the Festival have been taxing, the threat…the threat is in this room.

      I look around, then gather a breath and look with my weaver’s senses.

      The meeting room has a normal amount of reality. As they all have since Nikolai was arrested. Since my mother fled.

      But Nikolai isn’t in our palace dungeon anymore. And he isn’t dead. Much as I’d wish it on the man who murdered my father.

      No, this room is normal. And I don’t sense the reality of anyone else in it.

      Should I have waved my guards back so quickly?

      What if I had been wrong that the only threat here is in the letters?

      The autumn sunlight from the arched windows is less hallowed than in the Great Hall, more immediate in this room.

      I stride to the wall to my left and press gently on one of the carved panels of wood set between plates of swirling green and gold wallpaper. The panel sticks a little, but I slide it upward carefully, just enough to reach inside the hollow and pull out the box with the letters.

      My fingers hum again as I touch it. Even not touching the letters themselves yet, my fingertips buzz with the unreality within.

      I pull the key from my shirt and angle the box so I can unlock it. Then I slide open the box’s lid, and shake the letters into my hands. I’ve folded them to fit in the box, and I’ve opened them when they arrived, but I haven’t dared do anything more than read them and inspect them with every weaver’s sense I can bring to bear.

      I pull out the letter I received today, and let the others drop back into the box. The letter feels to my senses like it doesn’t exist, like it shouldn’t, like it was never made. Like no one has ever held it.

      An unreality weaving. I can sense the threads that I still can’t see, or rather, the lack of those threads. It’s a numbness, an absence in my senses. A heavy sense of wrong.

      The only other time I felt anything like this before was in my father’s bedchamber. The room where he died.

      And later, as Caleb was teaching me, in my mother’s bedchamber. Which was the lesser of the two traumas. Maybe.

      I carefully unfold the plain parchment, the black ink smudged as if it was written in haste. But this letter wasn’t prepared in haste, a weaving like that couldn’t have been done without thought.

      There are eight words on the paper, scrawled in a cramped hand.

      I don’t know if it’s Nikolai’s hand, but I don’t assume.

      I can’t afford to think he’s working alone.

      He wasn’t before.

      “I will kill him if you tell him,” the letter says.

      That’s it.

      The same message as the day before.

      And the day before that.

      I stare at the words as if staring can make them tell me more. Tell me what the danger is, exactly, to show me how I can unravel it. I can’t feel anything more on these letters than the unreality—I can’t feel beneath it, like Caleb could.

      And that’s the point. These letters are a taunt. Caleb could unravel this puzzle, but if I tell him…

      I don’t think they’re an absent threat.

      I fold the letter again and tuck it back into the box, tap the box lid shut, shove it back into the wall panel, and slam the panel back down into place.

      I never needed to ask who “he” is—Nikolai knew Caleb as Caleb, mostly, not Irava, too. Caleb is who Nikolai hated. First with jealousy when Caleb saved his life from a careless weaving when they were court mage candidates, and then…because Caleb stood in his way.

      His way to controlling me.

      Caleb stopped him, it was Caleb who stood between me and Nikolai’s mind control magic.

      It was Irava who finally subdued him, yes. But he only saw her for minutes, not the weeks before.

      “I will kill him if you tell him.”

      No more demands than that. Just a threat.

      I allow myself a moment to shudder. Then draw myself up, because I have to go on.

      And I can’t stop the Harvest Festival now. Too many people have been traveling to Barella for days. Many have already arrived, some will be arriving this afternoon, before the Harvest Festival officially starts this evening.

      I don’t even know if the threat is distant or already here. There is no return address on the letters, only the stamp in one corner of having come into the palace. They could come from Nikolai’s estates in the north, or they could come from anywhere.

      They could have been written in the palace and sent from outside it. But I don’t know.

      I have to tell Caleb of the danger.

      Caleb is the most powerful mage in this palace—in this kingdom. He can defend himself, and I have my guards around him. I know that.

      Surely he could defuse whatever traps Nikolai laid for him in those letters.

      And I should be near him, too. I’m not the master weaver he is, not for a long time yet, I think. But he’s been teaching me for months now, when I have the time. I’m a weapon in my kingdom, too.

      But if I tell him…

      If there’s even a chance Nikolai can back up that threat.

      Oh, gods of the autumn rains, I can’t tell him.

      I swallow, and stride back out into the corridor. There isn’t a Council session today, not when everyone is concentrating on the Harvest Festival, but I tell my guards, “Get Valtair. Send runners to the Council in the palace—we meet in a half turn of the glass.”

      I hesitate, then call after the guard turning away, “Tell Valtair to get Caleb.”

      At least near me, away from the crowds, he’ll be safer, won’t he?

      I used to love the Harvest Festival. But now I can’t ignore my rising dread.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Practice

          

          Caleb

        

      

    

    
      Torovan’s watching me from across the Great Hall, I know he is, I can feel his eyes on me even when I’m not looking. Warming me.

      He’s supposed to be paying attention to the Council member who’s cornered him, not making eyes at me.

      Not that I’m objecting.

      And I’m supposed to be paying attention to my three apprentice weavers. Just now, they’re all making another attempt at the illusions that we’ll display tonight at the first feast of the Harvest Festival, dazzling the guests with our showy displays.

      I watch one of my apprentices, Aria, stretch her long arms out, her brow furrowed as she works on her illusion of a tree. So far so good.

      The tree she’ll weave tonight will be much larger, towering to the ceiling of the Great Hall, but for now, with everyone here, we’re keeping them small.

      Aria is a few years older than me, the daughter of a high noble. She’s willowy with loose black hair, light-brown skin, and a dancer’s build. She always sways with her magic, as if every weaving is a performance, every plucked thread of reality a note in a symphony.

      I catch Torovan’s eye and bite my lip when his gaze lingers, then his gray-green eyes rake over me.

      And I linger on him, too. The way the sun from the high windows has half of his light-brown face in shadow, the other half in blazing light, putting the planes of his strong brow and chin in all the right angles. All of them.

      His black hair is bound back today, but a few strands, as usual, have escaped their enclosure. His lips are parting, and I can almost feel his desire growing from across the room.

      I flush, blink hard, and turn back to my apprentices. One of whom is trying not to smirk at me. His own illusion has fallen apart, but at least he safely pulled the threads back into place.

      I raise my brows. “Well? Try it again, Kian. Eyes on your work this time, please. Your branches have to breathe.”

      Kian wipes away his grin. He’s the oldest son of a high general, gangly, with a halo of coiled hair framing his youthful brown face. He’s not quite grown into his height even at eighteen. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      He does not act his age, and I know it’s deliberate. I well know what it’s like to grow up with a parent’s crushing expectations. Though his stubbornness has proven formidable in his willpower for weaving reality.

      And I scowl. I don’t like when they call me that. And maybe we have all become too familiar for court manners, but they’re my apprentices, and I can’t teach them to wield their willpower if I’m constantly suppressing it.

      Still, I glance around to see if anyone heard that subtle dig, and while the palace staff is busy hanging up gold and green banners and draping garlands from the carved stonework around the pillars, I don’t think anyone else is near enough to have heard.

      I smile at one of the noblewomen watching us and receive a polite series of bows from her and her companions in return.

      I’ve been royalty all my life, but it still unnerves me, knowing I’m their king. Well, technically, king consort, though Barellan custom doesn’t tack that qualifier onto a title.

      Torovan might be the king, but when I’m Caleb, I am a king, too.

      I glance back toward Torovan—and he is leaving, I just see the swish of his long coat as he marches out through the side doors, followed by a few of his guards.

      He leaves the bulk of his guards in the Great Hall, though. And probably wise for that—while the conversations I’ve heard around me have mostly been happy, and mostly been civil, I know the rivalries that will be descending on this palace yet today.

      My own two personal guards are still by the heavy carved oak doors propped open to either side.

      “Shit!” Kian says. “Aria⁠—”

      I turn back to my apprentices just as Aria’s threads of reality begin to knot and then unravel.

      She’s had trouble holding more complex illusions together before. And maybe she’s trying too hard now, maybe I was too distracted to realize she was taking on too much, but my stomach clenches as the edges of her weaving spark, then roar into a cascading flame.

      Aria yells and ducks, and I thrust up my hands, grabbing hold of the swiftly unraveling strands, quickly weaving them into a different illusion, a massive butterfly, because it’s the only thing I can think of in the moment.

      The butterfly takes off across the room, bleeding sparks and fire, but the reality around it is stabilizing.

      Mostly.

      I watch my rewoven illusion for a moment, tensed to reach for it again if it still proves unstable. But I’ve set it to unweave itself naturally, its threads easing back into the reality around it.

      Aria is trembling, her hands still stretched up to try to save a weaving that’s no longer there.

      I open my mouth, but my third apprentice, Sabella, gives me a look and approaches Aria, wrapping a sturdy arm around her.

      Sabella is short and with pale pink skin, prematurely graying but with a handsome round face, and dresses mostly in men’s clothes, preferring women. She’s also a former kitchen maid, and when she helped another younger servant out of what could have been a drunken tirade by talking him down with sheer, steady will, I asked if she would like to be trained as a weaver.

      Because weaving shouldn’t just be a magic that the nobility learns, if the commoners don’t often have access to books or teachers. Because Torovan’s efforts to give more power to the people should be echoed in the palace, too.

      And because I need more weavers. We all need more weavers. Nikolai might not be in the palace anymore, but he’s still out there.

      “It’s all right,” Sabella says, patting Aria’s back. “It’s okay, Caleb unwove it, we’re all safe, everything’s fine. We can try again later.”

      They use my name. Not my titles—usually—or, gods forbid, “Master Caleb.”

      No.

      Torovan tried that once, and it sounded far too much like Master Aldric for me not to swat that down.

      Master mage or not, I just want to be myself.

      I bite my lip and start toward Aria, too, but catch someone else stepping up beside me.

      I tense, and I’m not sure why I’m jumpy just now—yes, that could have been a dangerous unraveling, but it wasn’t. I was here. I knew it would be fine. I push my apprentices, because I know it will be fine.

      And I’m sure, too, that Nikolai is training apprentices of his own. Gaining more power of his own. He’s out there, in his family’s estates.

      His influence is growing, I’ve seen his influence in the unrest about weavers in the countryside.

      And we can’t be caught unaware again.

      But just now, it’s not an enemy who’s stepped up beside me.

      Just Valtair—well, Prime Minister Valtair, with the enamel gold and emerald seal of office settled over his heart. His eyelids are shimmering with green in his handsome, clean-shaven brown face, his dreadlocks tied back in a thick tail today.

      “Gods, Caleb, what happened? What did you do to traumatize your weavers?”

      Valtair is one of the truest friends I’ve ever known.

      I would step in front of a sword for him.

      I would face Nikolai again right here, just for him.

      I know he would for me.

      And he can also be an ass. And right now—right now I’m not in the mood.

      But he sees it, because that’s also Valtair. His demeanor shifts. His voice lowers.

      “What happened?” he asks again.

      I shake my head and watch as both Kian and Sabella help Aria up.

      “One of their weavings unraveled. I had to fix it.”

      “Ah, so that was the fiery butterfly. I’d wondered if you were going to try that at the Festival, and I was going to warn you that some of the nobles might take objection to sparks falling in their food.”

      I glare at him, and he shrugs.

      Then touches my arm.

      “Torovan’s asking that you attend Council today. Both of us, and I know it’s an off day with the Festival starting, but we have more news from the border.” He glances around us. And that’s all he’s going to say here in this crowd.

      Heat spikes in my stomach.

      And, extremely unwanted, bile rises in my throat. My cheeks must twitch, because Valtair leans even closer.

      “Caleb. Are you well? Do you need help on your way out?”

      I breathe through the nausea. And keep glaring at him.

      “Well enough.”

      I step back, putting distance between us. Giving myself more room.

      “Aria, no harm was done,” I say. “You did well. We’ll go over what we’re doing for the feast again when I get back to the common room.”

      “Can I do the main display?” Kian asks, bouncing on his toes.

      Gods. Do I have time to deal with my apprentices’ egos right now?

      But then, egos are part of willpower, too.

      Kian’s eyes are sparkling with anticipation, and Aria won’t even meet mine.

      “Kian,” Sabella scolds. Then turns to me. “We’ll be in the mage’s common room.” She ducks a bow and begins to herd them all out. Thank the gods for Sabella, who’s unofficially decided to mother it over the rest.

      It has not been easy trying to marshal three very different people with different backgrounds and skillsets and personalities, all with blazingly strong views of themselves and their own wills.

      I have maybe the tiniest bit more sympathy for my mother, who had to corral my own will for most of my life.

      The tiniest.

      I glance up at the empty air where I just unwove the unraveling illusion. But that’s a mistake—the crowd gathered around us follows my gaze.

      So I put on my court smile again, swallowing hard against the bile still simmering in my throat before I say to the people around me, “If you attend the feast tonight, you’ll witness a demonstration to remember.”

      Gods. But that’s probably what they’re afraid of, too.

      I feel the mood in the Great Hall changing. What was beautiful and wondrous a few minutes before has now turned the crowd wary—they know the dangers of a weaver who can’t control their own magic, too. They know that too well, and know what it ultimately led to, with Nikolai.

      Nikolai might have fled to his family’s estate, with help from his supporters, and much of the kingdom’s opinion might be against him.

      A weaver who can control minds? A weaver who can create the illusion of someone else within a person, until that illusion overrides that person’s will.

      Those are the weavers of nightmare, of old legends, and they’re not the heroes.

      And I worry—I worry that people are beginning to forget there’s a difference.

      I shrug my shoulders in my coat, straightening as I turn to Valtair.

      He raises his brows and waves to the doors. “Ready?”

      I fall into step beside him.

      Yes, it rattled me that Aria lost control of her magic. Because that means I haven’t taught her well enough.

      And while the people’s opinions of me are generally good, their opinions of weavers in general have been growing…troubling.

      I miss a step and have to pause as my stomach surges again.

      Shit. The worst of the morning sickness eased a month ago, but my stomach has still not settled. My body certainly hasn’t settled to carrying another raging ball of potential reality and possibilities within me, and I’m always aware of it. Always. It’s slowly becoming more and more real.

      “I can tell Tor you’re sick,” Valtair says, looping his arm in mine. Some of the dignitaries not familiar to the court might remark about the husband of the king walking arm in arm with the court’s most notorious rake, even if he’s been trying to reform that image now that he’s the Prime Minister.

      But, the Barellan court knows we’re only friends.

      I haven’t told anyone but Torovan, his sister Elsira, and Valtair that I’m pregnant.

      Valtair looks troubled, and I wonder if he’s thinking about trying to sense the growing child with his elemental magic—but he’s the Prime Minister of Barella. If it was forbidden for him to have elemental magic before as a high noble, it would be a disaster for the court to discover it now.

      And I pull my mouth tight. Because I got my happy ending. I got Torovan, I got to be fully myself, I got to love him as his king and his queen.

      I got to be a court mage as both a man and a woman, a master mage, and I’m teaching more weavers to weave the threads of reality, too. To protect Barella. To ultimately surpass me, because that’s the hope of any teacher, isn’t it?

      I got all of that.

      But every elementalist born to a high family still has to hide.

      In the corridor outside the Great Hall, Valtair checks my face again, then lets go of my arm and tugs on the ends of his waistcoat, touches the Prime Minister’s seal resting over his heart.

      “All of this is bullshit,” he says beneath his breath.

      Torovan was absolutely right in choosing him to be the Prime Minister. He’s good at it. He’s patient, he listens, he doesn’t dismiss things out of hand.

      That doesn’t mean Valtair likes the responsibility.

      “It’s necessary bullshit,” I say, clapping his shoulder before I step past him and keep walking toward the Council chamber.

      I hear his deep sigh as he catches up.
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      I have to fight to keep my hands from fidgeting as I enter the Council chamber. Sunlight shines in from the windows lining the dome overhead, showing a still mostly empty semicircle of tables and chairs around the lectern at the front dais. And behind the tables are the chairs where the general audience would sit.

      There is no audience today—I only called for the Council members. Which is happening more often of late, and I don’t like that. But I don’t want panic from the public on the first eve of the Harvest Festival, either.

      Where once I’d been hesitant to claim my place at the center of my kingdom, I stride without hesitation to the lectern now, gripping its sides, ignoring the curious or guardedly annoyed looks from the Council members as they filter in.

      They’re not happy that I’ve interrupted their Festival break. But the wiser souls among them don’t show it.

      Lord Navirat, who I was speaking to earlier, enters and gives me a grim nod, his black mustache twitching. He doesn’t take his place at his habitual table, but stands with his arms folded near the edge of the dais. He knows he’ll be giving a report.

      I watch the doors for Valtair and for Caleb, trying to staunch my impatience.

      Caleb is not fond of Council meetings, though I can’t say that I am, either. But they’re necessary. And my father’s work—my work now, to give more power back to the people—is working.

      If slowly.

      In fits and starts.

      And going vastly backwards some days.

      Not a week ago, I stood here and argued for hours to build a university on the border between two of my kingdom’s districts, and representatives of the commoners from one of those districts argued back that they didn’t want it.

      That district holds some of Nikolai’s father’s lands.

      I am not willing to see that as a coincidence.

      Caleb enters like he’s on a mission, and on his heels Valtair calls, “I have a brunch with a lovely man from Cardalan in an hour, and I’d hate to miss it.”

      But if he’s trying to make light of his tension, of the unease in the room, no one is buying it. Least of all Valtair himself.

      Everyone knows I wouldn’t call a meeting today if it wasn’t urgent.

      And Valtair’s flippant delivery falls short, too, with the pendant of office he wears. He’s been trying hard not to be seen as the court rake, and a slip now betrays his nerves, too.

      I catch Caleb’s eye and almost expect him to roll his eyes, his own break of tension, but he doesn’t.

      Which makes the moment seem all the more potent.

      Valtair and Caleb don’t know about the letters, and even still they’re on edge.

      But then, even though the atmosphere of the palace is festive, we all know there’s more going on than that.

      Valtair approaches me at the lectern and lowers his voice, all humor gone. “Tor, what’s the crisis?”

      “We’re about to find out.” I glance at Lord Navirat and feel a twinge of guilt for not truly listening to him earlier, Caleb holding my more urgent attention.

      But Caleb always holds my attention, in danger or not.

      And Lord Navirat’s information is urgent, too.

      I have the worming feeling in my gut it might be just as dangerous to the kingdom. If not to my own heart.

      My hands curl around the sides of the lectern.

      “We’ll start soon,” I say to Valtair, and he nods, descending the few steps to the floor to take his place at the tables.

      And it’s taking all my willpower not to run back to the room where I hid the letters and look at them again, look for some way to defuse whatever traps are in them. To see if there are any traps at all. To see how bad the danger is.

      To tell Caleb about the letters, because he’s the only one who might have a chance at unraveling their traps.

      I swallow.

      Caleb sits at our table in the front row, beside where I usually sit when I’m not at the lectern. Valtair takes his place one table over—a slight formal distancing here so that he’s seen as the head of the Council and not just under my command.

      He does now have the authority to oppose me with a Council vote. I made sure of that, when I chose him to be Barella’s Prime Minister. The Council wasn’t fond of my choice, but they did like the idea of having more say in the decisions of the kingdom.

      And since Valtair took office four months ago, the complaints about handing over a large portion of the government to a court rake have mostly disappeared.

      He’s good at what he does. He helped me manage the kingdom when I was lost in my fog of grief, and he’s doing it officially now.

      Caleb folds his hands together on the table, soft wisps of hair falling loose around the fine angles of his face, bright in the morning sunlight.

      His brows are drawn in a concentration I’m growing to hate, a concentration to keep his stomach settled.

      My own gut tightens in sympathy.

      I desperately wish for all the months between now and when he has our child to be quick. I don’t like to see my husband in pain.

      And I want to meet our child. But that’s yet on the horizon, and right now—right now Caleb sees my grimace and sits back, doing his best to smooth out his features and appear less queasy.

      Lately, we’ve met more across a distance than we have been together. We’ve been busy.

      But.

      I glance around and decide this is as many Council members as we’re likely to have, with many preoccupied with dressing for the night, or in the nearby town to make last-minute purchases, whatever their needs—wait, I see Master Aldric hurrying in, carrying his staff rather than using it, a notebook tucked under one arm.

      All right.

      “I was given urgent news this morning,” I say to the scattered double handful who came, “and I wish the Council to hear it.”

      I nod to Lord Navirat, and he approaches the lectern, bows to me.

      “I brought this news to you first, Your Majesty,” Lord Navirat says.

      Further guilt twinges. But I hold my face impassive as I step back from the lectern.

      “Then, Lord Navirat, if you will.”

      He bows again, and I descend to the main floor to take my place beside Caleb.

      Caleb glances to me as I smooth down my coat and sit, then reaches for my hand beneath the table.

      I give mine back, and he squeezes. The tightness of his grip is the measure of his discomfort right now, and I ache with it.

      I stroke his thumb with mine and relax a little at his soft sigh. Then turn my hand so I can interweave my fingers with his.

      Valtair, at his own table, isn’t making any of the usual disarming gestures he uses to keep people off balance and underestimating him. He does still do that.

      But just now, he’s focused and alert.

      His eyes meet mine, and his gaze is troubled.

      “I had word not an hour ago,” Lord Navirat says, leaning against the lectern as his lips twitch with nerves. “A weaver has gone missing at the border to Akreal.”
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      “As I was telling Your Majesty,” Lord Navirat says, “we’ve heard the rumors about the unease around weavers near the border to Akreal. I’ve asked the merchants I work with to send news of any more unrest in the area, and a merchant convoy that just arrived for the Festival brought word. It’s a secondhand report, but the merchant who came to me talked to a villager himself. A village weaver from the border village of Iren went missing three days ago. One Gardellan Mar, seventeen years of age⁠—”

      Beside me, Caleb stiffens. His hand clenches mine.

      “He’s not even as old as Kian,” he says under his breath.

      His apprentice.

      We share a look.

      Because the world looks a little different when you have a child on the way.

      Lord Navirat pauses, waiting for if Caleb wishes to speak.

      Caleb tilts his chin up. “Is the weaver dead? And was it the villagers who hurt him, or the Akreans?”

      Lord Navirat waves a jeweled hand in a fending off motion. He looks to me, back to Caleb.

      “We don’t know, Your Majesty. The merchant also said he heard there’s another man missing from a neighboring village, an older man this time, but that report is less sure. But the rumor is that other missing man is also a weaver, though the merchant thought that might be speculation or accusation. Which itself is troubling. The first young man was confirmed to be a weaver, but the second, if it’s true, we don’t know.”

      There’s a murmur of unease from behind us, from the tables around us.

      My jaw tenses, and my knee wants to start bouncing again. I keep it still.

      “And more,” Lord Navirat goes on, “the young weaver’s hut was heavily ransacked, but no one in the village seems to know who did it. And there have been frequent sightings of Akrean soldiers crossing the border in small groups, maybe testing how permeable our borders are. These villages are between our own border garrisons, we don’t have a strong presence there.”

      We haven’t needed to. But I denied a request for more troops two months ago because I didn’t want to escalate the tensions with Akreal.

      If I’d sent more troops to the border then, would these missing villagers still be missing?

      “So I respectfully suggest, Your Majesties, that we send a full troop to the border to investigate,” Lord Navirat says. “We know the Akrean opinion of weavers of late, or at least suspect it.” And the Council knows my suspicions that Akreal is the kingdom where my mother fled, though we still don’t have any confirmation of that. Yet.

      “If Akreal is in any way involved in kidnapping weavers from our kingdom—Your Majesties, those weavers are a valuable asset to our kingdom. As you both know and demonstrated in this very room.”

      He meets my eyes, just briefly.

      And my stomach knots.

      If this is an Akrean attack, it’s not subtle. Is my mother done with being subtle?

      And what about Nikolai?

      Is Akreal taking weavers now so that Barella can less defend itself when Nikolai does decide to come for me again?

      But these aren’t weavers who are trained for war. They’re a young man, and an older man who might not have been a weaver at all.

      Whatever’s going on is fear. And I don’t know what direction that fear is coming from.

      “Do the villagers themselves fear the weavers?” Caleb asks, his posture still rigid. “Is it as bad as we’ve heard?”

      Lord Navirat shakes his head. “It’s not good, I fear. The merchant said the villagers are glad the young weaver is gone. They aren’t owning up to having done it themselves, but they were hostile to the idea of the weaver coming back. They would already have taken the weaver’s home, the merchant said, if they weren’t afraid of mind control traps—which makes the ransacking doubly suspicious.”

      “Was this young weaver a soul weaver, then?” calls a new voice from behind me, Lady Sima. I glance back to see her already in her Festival finery, her long braids wound up and held by gold and ruby pins. She was one of the Council members who Nikolai had under his control on that day we’d confronted him here in the Council chamber.

      And I remember the feeling of being outside of myself all too well. Of wanting to carry out his will, not mine.

      I don’t ever want to feel that way again.

      “I don’t know,” Lord Navirat says, which isn’t the answer I want to hear. “The merchant didn’t say there were any signs, but then, are there always signs?”

      He looks to Caleb, and Caleb’s mouth is a grim line.

      “No,” he says. “Though I’m always looking.”

      The tension in the room shifts from unease to an acrid tang of fear.

      “We’ll send a troop,” I say, keeping my voice calm. Pulling my hand from Caleb’s to place both of my palms flat on the table.

      “Perhaps even two,” Lord Navirat says cautiously. “If Akrean troops are crossing the border, we might encounter them⁠—”

      “Done,” I say. If I wanted to avoid escalation with Akreal before, they’re not trying to avoid it now.

      And is it coincidence that this is happening now, while the Harvest Festival is about to start?

      While Nikolai’s letters have been burning my soul every morning for the last three days?

      Valtair taps his table. “Any troop we send should include a weaver.” He looks sideways at me. “But not you, Torovan. Or Caleb. Respectfully.”

      “No,” I agree.

      “I will go,” Master Aldric says, sitting back where he sits several tables to my right around the circle. His thinning gray hair is bound back in his usual braid today, his jaw set. He’s abandoned some of his grandfatherly persona in the last few months and now just looks…haggard.

      The chamber quiets.

      Aldric nods to me, magnanimously respectful as always. “I don’t see any other weaver qualified. Forgive me, Caleb, but your apprentices are not ready for any work outside these walls.”

      Or, unspoken in the air, within them.

      I narrow my eyes at Aldric, who might give me his respect, and even his loyalty, but he’s never been my ally. Is he suggesting Caleb is incompetent as a teacher?

      But then, Aldric has nothing to say about that, with how he taught me.

      Caleb opens his mouth to protest, then closes it.

      No one here thinks the apprentices are ready.

      Master Aldric going to the border is probably a good idea. Aldric is one of the most educated weavers in the kingdom. He knows what the dark threads of soul weaving look like, and he would be an asset.

      But…he is one of the most educated weavers, and I have three letters now that I can’t show to the most powerful weaver in the kingdom.

      Gods. I can’t let Aldric go. What if this is a distraction meant to split our weavers apart? Meant to pull my resources away from me when I need them here?

      And do I need them here? Exactly where is the threat?

      What if Aldric leaving means I lose Caleb?

      What if Aldric staying means I lose the border? Lose the trust of the people, my enemies eroding at the edges of my kingdom?

      But…Caleb.

      “No,” I say, a little too sharply.

      Caleb turns to me, frowning. He adjusts his spectacles.

      Aldric blinks, the picture of courtesy, though I can tell he’s annoyed. “Your Majesty?”

      “No,” I repeat. More firmly this time. “You’re most needed here. The Festival influx is already straining the palace’s resources. I can’t spare you.”

      That’s not a lie, technically, but it’s not enough truth to be an actual reason.

      But Aldric slowly lowers himself back into his seat, the tips of his fingers steepled.

      “We’ll send a master elementalist instead,” I say. “If weavers are the ones in danger, we shouldn’t send another. Master Getran, I believe, has commanded troops in the field before.”

      Master Getran, a man close to Aldric’s age who wields fire, isn’t in Council today.

      Valtair considers me, nods. “I’ll ask him, and make sure it’s done.” He makes a note in his own notebook, slipped from his jacket pocket. “Torovan, we shouldn’t keep in session longer than necessary, and I don’t believe we have further information to add to this? Most of us have Festival preparations to attend to.”

      And he has his lunch date. Though I doubt he has much of an appetite now. I know I do not.

      And Valtair’s bringing things back to the mundane. Because this is supposed to be a time of celebration, even if the Harvest Festival’s always been a place of political tension, too.

      I hesitate a moment, though I know they’re all waiting for me to dismiss the Council.

      If weavers on the border are in danger, should I issue a call for weavers in that district to come to the palace? Should I call in weavers kingdom-wide, should we train them, should we prepare for…whatever will come?

      Are the rising threats enough for me to justify that?

      But weavers descending on the palace would be a sure sign of either fear or aggression on Barella’s part. Maybe that’s what my mother or Nikolai are hoping to provoke. A reason to move their own plans forward.

      Caleb’s still watching me, troubled.

      I meet his eyes and rise.

      “Yes, we’ve finished. Do we have more business for the Council?”

      I’m already standing, and so are most of the other Council members. If anyone wants to raise more issues now, they won’t be well-loved for it.

      “I want a more thorough report of what is happening at the Akreal border,” Lady Sima says, smoothing down her orange and red gown. “Lord Valtair, can you task Master Getran and the commander of the troops with seeing that happens?”

      “Yes, I will. And there will be a delegation from Akreal arriving later today, I believe.” Valtair looks sideways at me. “We should all keep our own watch throughout the Festival.”

      “That I can do,” Master Aldric says.

      “Good.” I hold out my arm and Caleb rises too, his face taking on that queasy cast again. “I will see you all at the Festival this evening.”

      Chairs that haven’t scraped before do now. Hands slide papers and notebooks into cases.

      Only Valtair casts a final glance my way, the tilt of his head saying he knows something is going on with me, something I haven’t told him.

      Should I tell him?

      But what if there’s the smallest chance that the “him” in that letters could mean Valtair, too?

      I know it doesn’t. But that might not stop Nikolai from using it as an excuse.

      That might not stop a trap, if there is a trap, from triggering if anyone else opens it but me.

      Am I overthinking this?

      Am I foolish to heed this threat at all, was it just meant to get into my head?

      I look to Caleb as we make our way toward the doors, but Lady Sima approaches on my other side.

      “Your Majesty, may I have a word about the university project? I know this is the first day of Festival, but I heard from my people that a spiked fence went up one night around the land where we hope to build. It’s easily taken down, but not without losing the will of the people from that district.”

      Gods.

      Why would my people try to fight against the power I wish to give them?

      Are they all under Nikolai’s control?

      Or am I failing at what I set out to do, on the eve of my first Harvest Festival as their king?

      Caleb’s frowning. “I want to see that fence. And I want to see the people who built it. I could tell if this is Nikolai’s influence. Can you have one of them brought here?”

      But Lady Sima’s already shaking her head. “No, and Torovan, you know we can’t arrest the common people for doing no more than saying no to help.”

      Well, we could, but that wouldn’t win the good will of the people.

      And no one was suggesting Caleb go there himself. Or me. That was too close to Nikolai’s influence.

      I still my restless need to move. This is important, it is.

      But not as important at the moment as making sure the Harvest Festival is successful. So many of the alliances for the next year will be brokered at this Festival. So much of the mood of the kingdom will be set.

      And this will be the time that many of my subjects, and many of our neighboring kingdoms, see me as the king. And Caleb as my king, too, or queen when he’s Irava.

      Yes, the Barellan court has accepted him readily—accepted him and her—but we will be dealing with other nations tonight and the rest of this week. We may be dealing with people tainted by the opinions of Nikolai’s family. And their own traditions.

      And do I dare give Nikolai’s family even that small bit more of a foothold in the university project, even on this Festival day?

      I lean toward Caleb. “I’ll meet you in our chambers before the feast.”

      He licks his lips, something that draws all of my attention for that singular moment. And I know he didn’t mean to do that, but he sees it, his lips twisting up in half a grin, half a grimace.

      “Tonight,” he says, brushing my cheek before he pulls back. And because he knows I’m worried, he adds, “I’ll keep my own watch for trouble.”

      Or maybe he thinks it’s still his duty to protect me, not be the one protected.

      But he strides off after Valtair in a swirl of his knee-length coat, and I’m not about to call after him and correct that assumption, though I want to. Oh, I want to.

      I watch to make sure his guards follow him out before I turn back to Lady Sima.
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      I storm out into the corridor behind Valtair, fire churning in my soul.

      Nikolai’s reach keeps haunting us.

      I thought we’d won that day in the Council Chamber, when we gave Master Aldric our combined wills, and he made sure Nikolai was subdued.

      I thought the danger had ended when Torovan arrested his mother.

      And even when she escaped, and when Nikolai’s family’s influence was too great for Torovan to hold him, too, I thought that distance would matter.

      I thought my love for Torovan, and his love for me, would be enough to hold a kingdom together.

      But now, on this first day of the Harvest Festival, Nikolai’s reaching across the distance from his family’s estates to our palace. Lady Sima’s news might not point directly to him, but why else would the common people refuse the help that Torovan wants to give?

      And Torovan’s mother’s reach, too, if he’s right, and she’s behind the reason behind Akreal crossing the border into Barella, and maybe kidnapping weavers. Torovan said Akreal wasn’t friendly before, but they weren’t hostile, either.

      And everywhere I look there seems to be a rising fear.

      Of us. Weavers, like Torovan and me.

      That fear shouldn’t be spreading. Nikolai’s soul weaving was defeated. We won.

      We won.

      But Nikolai’s still out there.

      And Torovan’s right, he has to deal with this. He has to deal the only way he can—as the king. And that means talking with Lady Sima, even though I wanted a stolen moment, just a moment after what happened with Aria’s weaving earlier to ground myself in his nearness, to reassure myself, because I’m off balance today.

      And I can’t be. I can’t be anything less than perfect tonight as his king.

      And when my mother arrives.

      I catch up with Valtair and lower my voice. “What is up with Tor the last few days?”

      “What do you mean, what is up with Tor?” he asks, though I know he’s seen it, too. I saw the look Valtair gave him when he said—emphatically—that Master Aldric shouldn’t go to the border.

      It wasn’t his dislike of Aldric, or, I think, his fear for Aldric’s safety. And I don’t buy his excuse that Aldric’s needed desperately here.

      It makes sense on the surface, but that’s not why he said it.

      “He’s worried,” Valtair says. “He’s anxious about the Festival—it’s a big deal, you know, you haven’t been to one yet. It’s the biggest feast of the Barellan year, I think equivalent to your new year’s celebration in Galenda? A lot is depending on it going well. A lot of good will toward Barella, and from the nobles to Torovan—and you—is dependent on how this Festival goes.”

      Which is nothing I don’t know. And a whole lot of words to cover Valtair’s own anxieties.

      I bite my lip and straighten my spectacles.

      I know Torovan’s nervous, I do. But I know what he’s like when he’s nervous.

      And this is more than just that.

      And even though what’s happening with Akreal and the weavers at the border is not good, he was anxious before then.

      Maybe I thought it was just the Festival, too. But I’m not thinking that now.

      And I’m worried about him. What is he carrying that he thinks he’s protecting me from?

      I slow and grimace. I’m feeling the tug toward being Irava right now, and I’m in a public corridor. I can’t drop my illusion as Caleb and reweave my illusion as Irava—not if I don’t want people to see my pregnancy.

      “Valtair, I need to change my illusion.”

      He looks around us, then heads to a nearby alcove with a statue set into it.

      I raise my brows, but shrug. There’s just enough room behind the statue for me to slip behind it, and Valtair positions himself in front of the alcove, crossing his arms.

      I slip behind, my sleeve brushing the leg of the green marble goddess, and quickly unweave my illusion as Caleb. I’m wearing the same clothes, though with my illusion, I’d made them look filled out in different ways.

      My growing belly, now, is the first thing I see, and I briefly wrap my hand around it. Letting myself fully feel the growing possibility inside me that’s always in my awareness. My lips twitch, briefly, into a smile.

      Then I weave another illusion of myself—this time myself as Irava.

      But myself without my rounded stomach. Without the slight puffiness to my face, without the tired rings beneath my eyes.

      I straighten the gray knee-length coat with its gold embroidery, one of my favorites. Now it appears to fit slimmer and more tailored around my waist—at least, in my illusion. It’ll be fine as long as no one actually touches or brushes against my stomach, because they’d touch something solid before they reached what looked like the edge of my coat.

      I’ve been careful since my pregnancy started showing that no one touches me, though. No one who doesn’t know, at least. I’ve learned how to turn myself away from any potential danger.

      It wasn’t Torovan’s idea to hide this, but mine. I know our enemies are out there. I know their influence is growing, even before this news today. And I’m still determined to find a way to reweave my reality as Caleb around this growing child inside me, to be able to bring all of my powers and attention as a weaver to bear. While I’m always maintaining an illusion, my attention will always be partly on that.

      I learned that during the storm, when using all of myself stripped my illusion away.

      But I haven’t yet found a method of reweaving myself as Caleb that I think is safe.

      There just haven’t been that many pregnant weavers, and so very few women weavers written about at all.

      No one, that I can tell, who moved between different genders in their realities.

      If I can find enough time and patience, I want to fix that, to write something of my own. But not yet.

      I haven’t stopped looking, though. And though the stacks of books for me to read through has dwindled, I haven’t given up hope.

      When I show I’m with child, I want it to be fully as myself, as Irava and as Caleb. I want that.

      I need that.

      “I’m done,” I say, and Valtair looks back, sees me, and steps aside to let me back into the corridor.

      His eyes go to my stomach, which is annoying. I’ve let him, with his small elemental healing talent, check the sense of the growing child twice.

      But I can feel the growing possibility on my own. I would know if something was wrong, and it’s fine. Beyond the queasiness that still hasn’t left me, it’s fine.

      I push my spectacles up on my nose and head off again.

      “Your mother’s coming tonight, right?” Valtair asks.

      I shoot him a glare. That’s his idea of small talk?

      Then I slow again. I don’t even know where we’re going. I was headed to the mage quarters—and yes, we’re headed that way, the corridor growing more crowded around us as we near the Great Hall again.

      “Yes.”

      I’m trying not to think about it.

      Maybe it did bother me more than I’d thought seeing Aria’s weaving unraveling in the Great Hall today—it was far too close to that first day in the palace, when I had to save Nikolai. Not that I can compare her to Nikolai at all. At all. Aria’s nothing at all like him. But it rattled me all the same.

      And maybe it bothers me a lot that Torovan is upset about something he’s not telling me about.

      And it terrifies me that our enemies are successfully turning some of the peoples’ minds against us.

      Against Torovan and me.

      But right now, the thought that makes my hands go clammy and my heart pound in my throat…is my mother.

      She knows I’m both Caleb and Irava. I did tell her that, in a letter after we married.

      She wrote back, very polite, and addressed the letter to Irava and Caleb. But I know my mother. I know how she likes the people around her to be who she wants them to be. She’s a queen, and she likes to rule in her own household, too.

      I know she wasn’t happy that we moved up the wedding, and she couldn’t attend.

      I fear she won’t be happy about a lot of things.

      “Well, my father is coming, too,” Valtair says with a grimace. “He wrote a letter about how pleased he was that I’m now actually one of the most powerful people in the kingdom and not just steering Torovan around.”

      I make a face. “Oh gods. He said that?”

      “Not in as many words, no, but I know what he’s thinking. You’ve met my father. He is delightful, you know.”

      I have met Count Valtair, the former Minister of Finance, which was one of the highest positions in the kingdom before Torovan formed the position of Prime Minister a few months ago. While Lord Valtair takes after his father in his handsome features and natural grace, the count is aloof, and far too obsessed with things being done the way he thinks they should be.

      Valtair’s father, too, likes to rule his own household.

      I softly tap my fist on Valtair’s arm. “We check in every day. If one of us needs to explode, we explode.”

      He nudges me back. “Deal. I’m going to have to explode at least twice. A day. My father’s here all week, just like your mother. No, maybe three times a day. We should just schedule it in now.”

      I snort. “Are you walking me back to the mage quarters now? Are you going to help me convince my apprentices they’re ready to demonstrate their illusions tonight?”

      “Hmm, well, do you think one of them should sit out? What with…the difficulties we’ve been having at the border?”

      “No,” I say firmly. “The people need to see what weavers can do, that it’s accessible⁠—”

      “But they saw a weaver nearly lose control today.” He looks around as someone passes nearby, then signals to our guards to form a wider perimeter around us.

      “Most of them will have only seen a butterfly,” I say stubbornly. “There were only a handful of people actually watching us.”

      “It was more than that.”

      “Valtair—it will be fine.”

      He lowers his voice as we pass out of the main corridor and into the relative calm of the passage leading to the mage’s quarters, the common room, and my study.

      “Irava, I’m concerned that if there’s another incident at the feast tonight, especially with the delegates from Akreal there, there might be…trouble.”

      I touch the master weaver’s medallion over my heart, rubbing the edges through my fingertips.

      “I’ll have illusions ready,” I say. “If something starts to go wrong, I’ll take the weaves and weave my own illusions around them, make it look like nothing is happening.”

      “That sounds too risky to me,” he says beneath his breath. And gives me a pointed look. “If you drop your own illusion, it might be less so.”

      I speed up my steps. “You know my reasons. You know that’s my choice, and Torovan’s.”

      He shrugs, but it’s stiffly. And I know he cares—I know he wouldn’t be pushing if he didn’t care.

      “Please let it go. I’m fine. I’ll—I’ll figure out how to do that after the Festival, all right? I don’t want to distract from the Harvest Festival⁠—”

      “Gods, Irava, that would hardly be a distraction, or at least it would be an excellent distraction. Maybe we all need that distraction. Some very good news.”

      “And you really think it’s a good idea to tell the court now, with what we just heard?”

      To give our enemies more leverage over us.

      He opens his hands. “Okay, maybe, point. But⁠—”

      “After,” I say.

      But I don’t say when after.

      I’ll figure out, somehow, how to reweave my reality as Caleb after. I know I will. I have to.

      And Valtair knows, doesn’t he, that I’m the master weaver I am because of my stubbornness and willpower?

      He sighs dramatically, but nods. “After. I’ll see you at dinner tonight. And let us hope both of our parents are late, and we can get in a decent meal before we have to face that…that…” He waves for words that aren’t coming. Because the polite ones won’t do.

      I grip his hand, briefly. If Torovan and I are worried about how the Festival will go, I know he’s worried, too.

      “Agreed,” I say, before we part at the entrance to the mages’ common room.
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      I really don’t feel like uplifting the willpower and egos of my three apprentices just now, not with the worry gnawing in my gut, pushing at the already queasy feeling.

      But we have to make this show at the Harvest Festival tonight, we have to show our allies—and our enemies—that weavers are just people. That we can do amazing things, that we aren’t the corrupted weavers like Nikolai wants everyone to believe we are.

      Am I fighting the wind?

      In the mage’s common room, Aria is standing with her back braced, arms up and poised, threads of reality flowing gracefully around her. Even her magic is graceful.

      Sabella watches like a spotter for a tumbler, but though Sabella has formidable willpower and control, she hasn’t yet been able to harness that into raw power.

      Aria has the power, but she can’t seem to contain it with her will.

      And Kian is watching sullenly, leaning against a table, while one of the elementalist court mages reads by the hearth. The elementalist only barely looks up when I stride in.

      “Good, Aria, good,” I say. “Hold that, and you will do excellent tonight.”

      She looks up, and I twitch as her control on her weaving starts to falter. But she furrows her brow in concentration and her weaving steadies. It’s still not the towering tree she’ll make tonight, but more compact for this lower space.
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